Summary &horbar; The caecal fermentation pattern, including methanogenesis, was studied in young rabbits using in vitro batch incubations. Six conventional litters of eight rabbits each were used. At the age of 22, 25, 28, 32, 36, 42 and 56 days, an animal was slaughtered from each litter and its caecal contents were used for in vitro batch incubations at 39 °C/24 h. The incubated samples were analysed for volatile fatty acids (VFA), methane, hydrogen, ammonia nitrogen (NH 3 -N) and lactic acid (LA). The net total in vitro VFA production did not differ clearly with age, although a significant decrease was observed on day 36, reflecting the reduced zootechnical performances probably related to an infection with Clostridium spiroforme that occurred in the same period. The molar proportions of butyrate and propionate formed a change in the opposite direction with age, starting with a sudden shift from propionate to butyrate at day 25. In vitro NH 3 -N production was suggestive of a progressive and significant decrease with age; in vitro LA production was always low. Methane production was almost absent from fermentation until 32 days of age, after which it suddenly shifted from 1.6 to 52.0 N mol/flask/day and increased further with age. A significant litter effect on methanogenesis was observed which suggested the existence of a genetic effect. The hydrogen production was quite low and decreased significantly from day 36 with increasing methanogenesis. The calculated hydrogen recoveries showed a gradual increase from day 32 and were positively correlated (r= 0.92) with methane production. In conclusion, it would seem that in young suckling rabbits, reductive acetogenesis is a major characteristic of caecal fermentation, to be replaced gradually and partially by methanogenesis with the increasing intake of solid feed. 
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rabbit / caecum / in vitro VFA / methane Résumé &horbar; Étude in vitro de l'effet de l'âge sur l'activité fermentaire caecale et la méthanogenèse chez le lapereau. L'activité fermentaire caecale et particulièrement la méthanogenèse ont été étu-diées chez les lapereaux à l'aide d'incubations in vitro. Six nichées de huit lapereaux chacune ont été utilisées. À l'âge de 22, 25, 28, 32, 36, 42 et (Hoover and Heitmann, 1972) . The latter feature appears to distinguish the rabbit from the other mammalian species (Jouany, 1991 ) .
In comparison with the rumen, hindgut fermentation is generally more efficient in terms of its potential energy supply for the animal. In fact, reductive acetogenesis replaces, at least partially, methanogenesis as a hydrogen sink in fermentation, as indicated by calculations of the so-called hydrogen recoveries (Demeyer, 1991 Fer- (Demeyer, 1991; Gibson et al, 1993 (Wolin, 1960 (Demeyer, 1991) , whereas with hindgut contents from different species, including an occasional observation with rabbits, values were much lower, suggesting the presence of other 'hydrogen sinks', as discussed in detail by Demeyer and De Graeve (1991) and Demeyer (1991 ) .
Systematic studies of caecal fermentation in rabbits, including methanogenesis, (Maertens, 1992) .
Immediately after slaughtering and dissecting, the caecum was isolated by tying off the two extremities with a nylon string, to prevent movement of the digesta. The caecum was weighed, the contents squeezed out into a beaker under C0 2 flushing and carefully mixed with a spatula. Part of it was used to study caecal contents composition (Piattoni et al, 1995) and the rest was used for the in vitro incubations.
Incubations and analyses
The in vitro incubations were run in duplicate unless the sample volume was prohibitively small. The routine technique used over the last 20 years in our laboratory, for the study of rumen and hindgut metabolism (Demeyer, 1991 (Burroughs et al, 1950 ). This value is used for rumen and hindgut contents (Demeyer, 1991) and is close to that of preweaned rabbits, but is higher than that of weaned rabbits (Padilha et al, 1995; Piattoni et al, 1995 (Demeyer, 1991 and lactic acid (LA) were analysed using the microdiffusion method of Conway (1957) .
Hydrogen recoveries (2H rec) were calculated from net amounts of VFA and methane (M) produced as: 2H rec = 100 * (2P + 2B + 4M) / (2A + P + 4B). This stoichiometry recovery expresses the validity of metabolic hydrogen transfer, following the model of fermentation with the net amounts of acetate (A), propionate (P) and butyrate (B) formed as discussed earlier (Marty and Demeyer, 1973; Demeyer, 1991 (Peeters, 1986) , clearly related to a defective bacterial fermentation in the caecum. Earlier work from this laboratory has clearly shown that the in vitro batch incubation technique used here, reflects the pattern but not the extent of fermentation with both rumen and caecal contents (Demeyer, 1991) . A further argument in favour of such a technique is the impossibility to cannulate rabbits before the age of 5 weeks Bellier and Gidenne, 1992) (Piattoni et al, 1995) or even with SPF rabbits (Padilha et al, 1995 (Gibson et al, 1993) and other animals (Hackstein et al, 1996) . (Dore et al, 1992 
